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DANCING 
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Cheryl Stock AM
Attending the performances and forum of Speak Local curated by 
Margie Medlin and Annalouise Paul at Critical Path’s Interchange 
Festival provided the opportunity to not only see up-close explorations 
of intercultural practice by Sydney and Canberra-based artists, but to 
discuss issues and processes arising from this experience. I was surprised 
by some of the discussion around the nature of intercultural practice, 
which seemed to imply we were struggling with something relatively new, 
misunderstood and under-appreciated. This in turn caused me to reflect 
on my own experience with intercultural dance over a period of 35 years 
and the long history of this type of practice in Australia, particularly with 
Indigenous and Asian forms and artists. 
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The eight works that I had the 
pleasure to see - often influenced 
by ancient traditions, stories and 
philosophies - were fresh, honest, 
and came from a deep-seated 
questioning of personal and cultural 
identity. As I engaged with their 
performative experiences, I was 
aware that my perceptual lens 
(and I suspect that of others in the 
audience) had been shaped by 
similar, if differently contextualised, 
intercultural performance 
experiences over several decades.    
What went before in Australian 
intercultural practice
Intercultural performance has 
a long history but in terms of 
contemporary Australian dance a 
seminal influence is the pioneering 
work of Kai Tai Chan, who moved 
to Australia from Malaysia in the 
early 60s to study architecture in 
Sydney, and after taking up dance 
with Margaret Barr, created his 
acclaimed and innovative One 
Extra Company in 1975, where he 
remained as director until 1991. As 
Garry Lester (2000, p.212) points 
out: ‘In choosing to work with 
Asian, Aboriginal, Torres Strait 
Islander, black American and 
white Caucasian performers Kai 
Tai proposed identity as a hybrid, 
constructed, dialogic relationship’. 
These words still resonate strongly 
and continue to be relevant in the 
present context. In retrospect I also 
realise how my own intercultural 
practice in Vietnam from 1988 
to 2000 was informed through 
working with Kai Tai in the early 
80s. At that time dance theatre 
was a popular genre in Sydney and 
visibly ‘multicultural’ so the mix of 
performers described above, with 
whom I performed, did not seem 
unusual.
Kai Tai Chan’s hybrid choreographic 
style drew on image and situation-
based improvisations together with 
phrases and sensibilities derived 
from his Chinese heritage and 
movement approach; it occasionally 
incorporated the fusion style coming 
from the early experiments of AIDT 
(Aboriginal and Islander Dance 
Theatre), as well as drawing on 
contemporary dance and theatre. 
Such hybridity was an accepted part 
of the creative process, given our 
cultural environment, like learning 
a Chinese ribbon dance and Torres 
Strait Islander dances and songs 
(Stock, 2009, p. 281).
During the same period in 
Melbourne, experiments in 
contemporising and fusing 
Indian classical dance with other 
influences were taking place 
with the ground-breaking work 
of Chandrabhanu, who had by 
1985 formed the fully professional 
Bharatam Dance Company, touring 
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internationally until the company 
disbanded in 2000. From 1990 to 
1997, in Western Australia, Rakini 
Devi explored intercultural dance 
techniques through her Kalika 
Dance Company.  
In 1998 after working together for 
some years, Chinese-Malaysian 
choreographer and dancer Tina 
Yong, trained in Western, Malay, 
Chinese dance and the Indian 
classical style of bharata natyam, 
and Chinese born dancer and 
choreographer Sun Ping, trained 
in Chinese classical and folk 
styles, formed Wu Lin Dance 
Theatre. Unlike some intercultural 
approaches theirs did not rely on 
contemporary dance techniques 
as a conduit but consisted of 
contemporary works fusing 
Chinese, Malay and Indian dance 
genres.  
Significant Japanese influences 
on Australian artists from the early 
80s, and probably earlier, were 
those of butoh, body weather, and 
the training techniques of Tadashi 
Suzuki, observed in artists such as 
Yumi Umiumare, Nigel Kellaway, 
Tess de Quincy, John Nobbs and 
Jacqui Carroll (Frank Productions), 
Lynne Bradley and Simon Woods 
(Zen Zen Zo). At the same time 
ongoing collaborative exchanges 
were also taking place in Indonesia 
with Graeme Watson and One 
Extra in Bali, Cheryl Stock in a 12 
year relationship with dancers in 
Hanoi (see Stock, 2000), as well as 
other exchanges in India, Korea and 
Chinese speaking countries. 
Many of the early intercultural 
experiments began with in-country 
collaborative exchanges and 
were often quite highly profiled 
in Australia and in the country in 
which the Australians made their 
work. Some later claimed it was 
merely ‘soft diplomacy’ funded by 
embassies for political reasons, 
but for the artists involved the 
opportunities were hard fought 
and came from a deep and abiding 
passion for, and curiosity about, 
the cultures with which they were 
engaging. Whilst debates about 
appropriation and power differences 
resulted in soul-searching for those 
artists working abroad, for many the 
value of such long-term experiences 
moved beyond exchange of forms, 
histories and bodily practices 
to lessons in culturally adaptive 
behavior and the ‘central tenet of 
multiple, relational perspectives’ of 
intercultural communication (Min-
Sun Kim, 2010, p. 174).      
Contemporary intercultural 
practices – an overview
Space prevents a comprehensive 
discussion on the many theories 
of intercultural performance that 
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have arisen over the last 40 years. 
Just as definitions of choreography 
have expanded to incorporate 
interdisciplinarity and interactivity, 
so have understandings about 
what constitutes intercultural 
performance. Fischer-Lichte, in her 
seminal work on the interweaving 
of cultures, tracks a long history 
of exchange of cultures in 
performance from the first years 
of the 20th century. She points 
to fundamental shifts in western 
theatre, influenced primarily by 
Asian performance traditions, 
through a ‘breaking of perceptual 
conventions’, changing relations of 
spectators and performers, and the 
introduction of three-dimensional 
space which she claims ‘formulated 
a new body concept’ (2009, p. 
395). In the latter third of the 20th 
century the sharing of culturally 
specific, body-centred practices 
became prevalent and still maintains 
a place in our current context. 
However, many intercultural dance 
artists now work in the globalised 
context of interdisciplinary mixed-
media practices, preferring the 
broader concept of transcultural to 
that of intercultural. The continual 
evolution of these practices has 
‘augmented and refined modes of 
intercultural exchange, of which 
there are at least four, which I have 
grouped as:
1 in-country cultural immersion;
2 collaborative international exchange/
sharing of culturally diverse practices;
3 hybrid practices of diasporic artists;
4 implicit intercultural connections.’ 
(Stock, 2009, pp. 283-284)
These approaches are not 
progressive or even exclusive since 
they may operate simultaneously. 
Whilst early exchanges in Australia 
(as outlined above) often fell into 
the first category, the second 
approach is currently an increasing 
phenomenon for predominantly 
small companies and groups 
seeking opportunities on the various 
festival circuits, and in a globalised 
world the fourth is becoming 
pervasive and often unconscious.   
Diaspora and hybridity 
It is the third model of diasporic 
artists pursuing various forms 
of hybridity that seemed most 
prevalent in the Speak Local 
program, which comprised artists 
of Indigenous, Chinese Malaysian, 
Philippine, Japanese, Indian, Jewish 
and Spanish heritage. In this model 
the intercultural resides ‘within the 
artist’s own body and is played out 
in a multiplicity of ways’ through 
their practice (ibid, p. 297). As 
Speak Local was focused on solo 
practice, the dialogic relationship 
of intercultural practice that usually 
takes place in a collaborative setting 
was happening within a single 
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body rather than between several 
bodies. With a few exceptions the 
artists are also an integral part 
of the Australian diaspora where 
their experience embraces living 
in/between two or more cultures 
simultaneously. The term diaspora 
is linked to a feeling of a lost 
homeland, often from previous 
generations, which in turn can lead 
to a sense of displaced identity. In 
her program note for Speak Local, 
Japanese dancer Anna Kuroda 
asked ‘What is home? Is it a place, 
feeling or time?’, whilst Paschal 
Daantos Berry, an interdisciplinary 
artist and curator of Philippine 
heritage, spoke about ‘reclaiming 
what has been erased’. Diasporic 
experience thus encompasses 
intersecting notions of loss, 
‘homeland’, hybridity and identity. 
In the Speak Local context several 
of the works recalled the comment 
of London-based choreographer 
Jesayingh that her intercultural 
work takes place in ‘that imaginary 
homeland of the Diaspora’ (1995, 
p. 192), which Indian writer and 
artist Menon (2005) calls ‘invented 
homelands’. 
As I watched the performances I 
questioned whether ‘intercultural’ 
was still a useful term to describe 
the works that I saw, since these 
diasporic practices seemed to 
place greater emphasis on the 
integration of hybrid identities 
above transference between 
cultural forms and content. In 
viewing the sometimes complex 
layering of diverse stylistic 
and cultural experimentation, I 
thought about the relevance of 
Birringer’s ‘overlapping circles of 
consciousness’ (2000, p.72).  And 
I pondered on the usefulness 
or otherwise of labels, a topic 
that surfaced during the post-
performance forum, where 
a resistance to ‘framing’ and 
‘representing’ practice emerged. 
Nevertheless, theorising and naming 
often help to focus on the principles 
that emerge from practice. It 
can also provide a vocabulary to 
articulate one’s practice beyond the 
personal. Fischer-Lichte suggests 
that hybrid performance practices 
are created in a liminal or in-
between space ‘brought about by 
the interweaving of cultures’ (2009, 
p.397), in which ‘different identities 
are possible side by side’ (p.398). 
Birringer’s image brings to mind 
a dense hybridity emerging from 
overlapping concentric circles of 
influence, whereas Fischer-Lichte’s 
‘interweaving’ feels more porous, 
allowing an in-between space for 
hybridity to seep in and inhabit. But 
neither of these approaches are 
merely philosophical abstractions 
for they arguably lead to what 
Fisher-Lichte calls ‘transcultural 
entanglements’ that probe ‘the 
emergence, stabilisation, and de-
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stabilisation of cultural identity’ 
in which ‘the aesthetic and the 
political merge’ (2009, p. 400). 
Speaking with and speaking out 
These concepts seemed to me 
pertinent to both the performances 
and the discussion that occurred in 
the forum where considerations of 
aesthetics, politics (particularly of 
visibility, access and gatekeeping), 
identity and embodied 
understandings surfaced, not only 
from the practice but from the 
cultural environment in which it was 
taking place. Nevertheless, beyond 
any theoretical constructs it was 
the individual voice of the artists 
and spectators speaking from her/
his experiences that provided a 
relevant specific context for the 
works performed. Bearing in mind 
that Critical Path is a platform for 
choreographic and performance 
research and development, rather 
than a production house, Margie 
Medlin reminded us that our focus 
be on exchange (and interchange) 
‘as the beginning point where new 
conversations can happen’. And 
indeed the conversations were 
revealing, especially within the 
performances themselves where 
the verbal contextualisations 
gave us an insight into the bodily 
conversations being shared with 
the audience. For the artists it 
was generally agreed that ‘artistic 
sharing is an intercultural space’ 
which is more akin to the milieu of a 
landscape than a framework. In this 
landscape, one artist remarked, ‘we 
all have fluid identities’ in which we 
are (re)creating cultural norms and 
traditions within Australia that are 
dynamic and continually evolving.  
Voicing and embodying the 
personal and the political
The Speak Local showings included 
experienced as well as emerging 
dancer / choreographers and 
artists. Whilst all were rooted in 
their embodied experience of 
personal and cultural identity, the 
former tended to move beyond 
personal movement exploration to 
broader contexts of enquiry. These 
ranged from historical lineage 
and a reconstruction of the early 
intercultural work of Ruth St Denis 
(Liz Lea), to a sensory experience for 
the audience of spices, water and 
ritualistic engagement preceded by 
a visual and movement installation 
as an apparent metaphor of the 
colonised diaspora. This work, 
Shoesandspices created by WeiZen 
Ho and Alan Schacher, evoked 
experiences of displacement, 
echoing issues around the half-
truths and half-memories of history 
gleaned from diasporic existence, 
as did the film presentation of 
Paschal Daantos Berry in portraying 
multiplicity to counter a sense of 
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erasure. Berry, in particular, revealed 
the power of narrative through 
mixed media and interdisciplinary 
approaches, enabled by his 
curatorial methodology and long-
standing collaborations. 
Whilst all the artists spoke 
articulately about their 
experiences, Annalouise Paul’s 
presentation began with a moving 
and unexpected revelation of a 
family lineage in searching for 
an ‘authentic’ cultural identity 
that married with her flamenco 
based work. Her witty and moving 
text revealed the depth of an 
intercultural artist who continues 
to explore her own practice whilst 
facilitating that of others. From 
a more internalised perspective 
Anna Kuroda’s slow moving work 
Window to a percussive score and 
live voice, demonstrated a highly 
developed dance of micro gestures 
with surprising changes in dynamics 
through falling, together with 
shifting levels and direction. 
The explorations of the emerging 
artists were thoughtful and at times 
passionate, delivered through an 
intensity of focus and embodied 
discipline. Aruna Gandhi’s 
Indian solo Naayika, based on 
Bharatanatyam in collaboration 
with western classical composer 
and musician Anisha Thomas, was 
a courageous and dramatic attempt 
to break through and contemporise 
a highly codified tradition whilst 
retaining the clarity of form and 
content of its traditions. Indigenous 
performer Thomas Kelly’s powerful 
yet strangely unassuming presence 
was used to advantage in two solos 
in the early stages of discovering an 
individual voice. His combination 
of gestural movement and text 
show potential for a dance narrative 
based on his connection to place. 
Unusually Raghav Handa is an 
Australian choreographer and 
performer of Indian heritage with 
training in Indigenous contemporary 
dance. His solo The Shifter, 
currently in development, was 
mesmeric in its simplicity. Starting 
with a single movement idea around 
shaking, the dance gradually built 
to a whole body impulse exploration 
that displayed impressive 
concentration and disciplined focus 
of energy.
Where to from here?
Together these solos of hybrid 
danced identities, in various stages 
of development, formed a diverse 
and highly engaging program 
which shows potential as a festival 
showcase of inter/trans cultural 
dance. However, the actuality of 
(Opposite page) Raghav Handa at Speak Local, Critical Path, 2015.Photo: Heidrun Löhr 
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this goal may seem far away for 
the participating artists, judging 
from the issues raised in the 
post-performance forum,  where 
artists either focussed on personal 
developmental processes or felt 
charged to speak about lack of 
support and their desires for greater 
visibility and access. Gatekeeping, 
in terms of performance and 
funding opportunities, was seen as 
the result of resistance to culturally 
based dance practices. This brought 
up the need for more creative and 
informed curators to take risks in 
programming culturally based work, 
since as Margie Medlin pointed out, 
there is a perception that such work 
still exists ‘ in a particular ghetto’. 
In an article on the place of 
disability dance (also pertinent 
to diasporic dance), Whatley 
(2015) argues for its inclusion in 
our ‘cultural heritage’ which she 
describes as being ‘intimately bound 
up in ideas of cultural and political 
identity, individual and community 
norms and traditions, and individual 
and collective rights’. She makes a 
strong case for a more diverse and 
equitable dance ecology as a key 
factor for expanding what currently 
constitutes cultural heritage. 
Whatley suggests that one way this 
can occur is ‘developing a critical 
literacy [to] enable meaningful and 
informed discussions to take place’ 
(ibid.) in relation to what are now 
marginalised dance practices. The 
Speak Local program has effectively 
begun this process, applied to 
the field of intercultural practice, 
but it is now time for all of us – 
artists, curators, writers – to work 
together in expanding visibility and 
As I watched the performances I questioned 
whether ‘intercultural’ was still a useful term to 
describe the works that I saw, since these diasporic 
practices seemed to place greater emphasis on the 
integration of hybrid identities above transference 
between cultural forms and content... Nevertheless, 
theorising and naming often help to focus on the 
principles that emerge from practice. It can also 
provide a vocabulary to articulate one’s practice 
beyond the personal.
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opportunities for such artists, with 
a view to ensuring their practice 
becomes an integral and not a 
peripheral part of our Australian 
dance heritage. 
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